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In my exploration of how to teach tone pro-
duction at the piano, I encountered the work of
Otto Rudolph Ortmann (1889-1979). His re-
search as a pianist and scientist were of particular
help to me in explaining differences in tone qual-
ity to my students. Ortmann defined two basic
tones, “percussive” and “non-percussive” depend-
ing on how a key is depressed. I call them “diving”
and “swimming.”

The “diving” tone results when we place a ver-
tical distance between the fingers and key prior to
playing, followed by a rebound of the fingers off
the keys.

What I refer to as the “swim” tone begins with
the fingers resting on the keys, providing a grad-
ual increase in key speed from top to bottom.

These two approaches added depth to my dis-
cussion with students. When working on Funny
Puppy by Anne Crosby Gaudet there is much
room to explore the “diving” tone:

This short staccato touch is the perfect oppor-
tunity to try different distances between the
finger and piano key. I explore with students var-
ious heights of “diving” into the piano tone,
discovering the ideal height of the diving board to
create the desired tone. We can also experiment
with the speed at which we “attack” the key, cre-
ating a louder percussive tone and an even more
“biting” staccato touch.

This passage also demands control of balance
between the hands, projecting the top melody
over l.h. chords. Experimentation for students
may include: can the right hand begin with a div-
ing tone while the left hand starts with a
swimming tone? The initial difference of height
in each hand produces a faster key action in the
right hand melody and a slower key action to the
left hand accompaniment. This idea encourages
different joint movements in the hand, introduc-
ing students to begin exploring large versus
smaller muscle movement and its impact on pi-
ano tone. That leads towards exploration of
colours in the “diving” and “swimming” tones,
sowing the seed for control and coordination of
future Chopin Nocturnes.

Part B of Funny Puppy sets the stage for
legato “swimming” non-percussive tones. This
passage invites students to explore how to pro-
duce a singing tone with the fingers initially
resting on the keys.

Pedagogically, I notice how the left hand is
grouped in chord patterns over a ‘C’ tonic pedal,
leading into a discussion of harmonic colours of
the F major and C major harmonies. One of my
students associated the IV chord as the puppy
yawning, then closing its mouth on the I chord.
She discovered that variations in the weight of
“swimming” tones will further enhance her
musical communication. While still using non-
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percussive technique this student showed off the
“yawning” chord with more intensity.

Combined with imagination, experimenting
with the height of “diving” and “swimming” tones
can provide tools to help students achieve a vi-
brant and lively performance.

Music excerpts ©1996 Anne Crosby Gaudet, Music Discoveries.
Used by permission of the composer..
Explore more piano music by Anne Crosby Gaudet:
musicdiscoveries.shop/collections/piano-sheet-music
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